Why I Was Fired 
From the CIA 



BY WILLIAM COLBY 

The meeting with President Ford lasted about 
fifteen minutes. And in those fifteen minutes my thirty-year 
career in intelligence came to an abrupt end 



T he plane landed at 
Washington's National Air- 
port just after midnight, so it 
was already Sunday, 
November 2. 1975. I was re- 
turning from Jacksonville, Florida, where 
I had gone for a meeting with visiting 
Egyptian president Anwar el-Sadat. But 
Barbara Walters had gotten to him first 
and had overstayed her time, so I never 
did get to see him. Happy to be back in 
Wa shin g to n. I was looking forward to an 
agreeable Sunday. My wife. Barbara, and 
I would go to mass and then go to a picnic 
or go for a bike ride along the canal. But it 
was not to be. 

The security officer with my car. wait- 
ing outside Page Airways when I disem- 
barked from the plane, handed me an ur- 
gent message: I was to call John Marsh, 
counselors the President, no matter how 
late I arrived. There was a phone in the 
limousine, but for security's sake I want 
into the terminal and placed the call from 
a pay booth. Marsh was asleep. I 
apologized for waking him. No. that was 
all right, he said. Could I be at the Oval 
Office at eight this morning? Of course I 
could. 

Ordinarily, on being summoned to see 
the President, I would ask what for. so I 
could bone up on whatever topic was to 
be the subject of discussion. But this time 
I didn't. Marsh, obviously, was eager to 
get back to sleep, and I was tired too, 
anxious to get home and to bed myself. 
And besides, I could make a pretty fair 
guess as to what it was probably about. 
The previous day, Saturday, the press 
had broken a story revealing that the CIA 
had been covertly tunneling aid to Kurd- 
ish rebels in Iraq. We had talked of these 
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leaks at the usual meeting in the White 
House basement all that morning. So it 
was more than likely that the President 
was assembling a group of aides to dis- 
cuss how leaks of sensitive material like 
this could be prevented. All the usual 
people would be there. I figured: Scow- 
croft; Buchen: someone from the Penta- 
gon, possibly Schlesinger himself: Mike 
Duval; probably Don Rumsfeld: besides 
Marsh and myself. 

But they weren't. Aside from the secret 
service on duty at the side door, the West 
Wing of the White House at seven forty- 
five that Sunday morning was deserted. 
The anteroom to the Oval Office was 
empty until Marsh came in a couple of 
moments after I arrived. Apparently my 
guess at what this was all about was 
WTong. Still. I took a crack at it. 

“Boy, that Kurdish story, that's some 
fine mess, isn't it. Jack?" I said. Marsh 
nodded absently. “I'd bet anything that it 
came from the House committee," I went 
on. Marsh shrugged and looked away, 
clearly uninterested in pursuing the sub- 
ject. I made a few more desultory remarks 
and then let it drop, puzzled. We stood 
around in a rather awkward silence. 

Promptly at eight. President Ford 
show-ed up. He came from the White 
House residence along the enclosed 
porch, passed the Rose Garden, and went 
directly into the Oval Office without see- 
ing us. He was accompanied by two se- 
cret service men. After a few moments, 
one of them invited us in. 

Ford was seated behind the huge, 
handsome presidential desk, looking a bit 
grim, and. as he was to fly to Florida to 
meet with Sadat later in the morning, he 
had a thick black briefing book on the 
Middle East situation in front of him. He 
set it aside as soon as Marsh and I walked 
in. I had seen the President regularly in 
the past year, but ours could not in any 
way be characterized as a personal rela- 
tionship. Ford, w'hile always cordial. 



dealt with me in a fairly formal manner. 
He did not stand up now; we didn't shake 
hands. I said, “Good morning, Mr. Pres- 
ident. Jack said you wanted to 
see me.” 

‘‘Yes.” he replied, indicating that I 
should take a seat in the straight armchair 
in front of the desk. “We are going to do 
some reorganizing of the national security 
structure." 

He need not have said another word. 
From that sentence I realized im- 
mediately why I had been summoned: I 
was about to be fired as the director of 
Central Intelligence. 

Ford did not put it quite so bluntly. In 
the time-honored political tradition of 
dealing with sticky things of this sort, he 
said he wanted me to take a new job, as 
ambassador to NATO. He then sketched 
the reorganization — which is to say. the 
sweeping personnel changes — he had in 
mind. It was what later was to be dubbed 
the Halloween Massacre, and it included 
the sacking of Jim Schlesinger as Secre- 
tary of Defense and Nelson Rockefeller's 
withdrawal as Ford's running mate on the 
1976 GOP ticket. At the time, however. 
Ford didn't mention to me what was in 
store for Schlesinger. for the perfectly 
good reason that he hadn't yet mentioned 
it to him. But he did tell me that, under his 
reorganizational scheme, Henry Kis- 
singer would be giving up his post as na- 
tional security assistant to the President 
and moving over exclusively to the State 
Department, and that Brent Scowcroft 
would take over Kissinger's role as pres- 
idential assistant. And he told me that 
George Bush was coming back from 
China to replace me as the new CIA chief. 

He then made a bit of a sales pitch for 
me to take the N ATO post. He said that it 
was the job Don Rumsfeld had held be- 
fore being appointed White House chief 
of staff. Obviously he was anxious for me 
to take it. if for no other reason than to 
have his rather politically explosive series 
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My strategy was to 
cooperate with the 
investigations of the 
CIA. The White House 
was not pleased. 

of personnel changes appear to take place 
smoothly and uncontroversially. I would, 
wouldn’t I? 

"I would like to think about it a bit, Mr. 
President," I replied. “I would like to talk 
it over with Barbara.” I was sure he 
would understand that, I said, as he often 
consulted with his wife on matters that 
affected them personally. But I said there 
and then that I had some reservations.. I 
was concerned, for example, about the 
negative political impact that the naming 
of a former CIA director to the NATO 
position could have, the political demon- 
strations that it could stir up in the coun- 
tries of the alliance, and the disfavor with 
which the governments of those countries 
might consequently view the appoint- 
ment. 

Ford was quick to try' and reassure me. 

I needn't be concerned, he said, because 
the appointment would be as the Pres- 
ident's personal representative and thus 
didn't need the approval of the NATO 
countries. 

"I realize that, Mr. President," I said, 
but went on to say, "nevertheless, I really 
need to think about it and talk to my wife 
about it.” 

"AD right,' Ford said. "Let us know 
your decision as soon as possible." 

“Yes, sir, I will. I'll get in touch with 
Jack later in the morning.” I said. He said 
the changes would be formally an- 
nounced on Monday and asked me to 
keep them to myself until then. I agreed. 

There was nothing further to sav. I 
stood up. The meeting was over. It had 
lasted about fifteen minutes. And in those 
fifteen minutes my thirty-year career as 
an intelligence officer had been abruptly 
brought to an end. 

I should have been shattered, but my 
old discipline of thinking of the next step 
ahead took over. I wanted to catch Bar- 
bara, who would be leaving home in time 
to make a nine o'clock mass across town. 
We were going to have to figure out what 
we should do about the NATO job offer. 
Marsh, at my elbow as we left the Oval 
Office, anxiously asked, “You are going 
to take it. aren’t you?” revealing just how 
important it was that the “reorganiza- 
tion” go without a hitch, that all the 
players in it be happily in place before it 
was officially announced to the press. But 
I suspected even then that I wasn’t going 
to oblige (nor, I later discovered, was 
Schlesinger; he turned down Ford's offer 
to be chairman of the Export-Import 




Bank on the spot, and rather angrily). 

Apart from the negative reaction I felt 
the appointment could inspire in Europe, 
a couple of other things bothered me. I 
doubted, for one thing, that I would be 
able to do anything worthwhile in the job 
with Kissinger as Secretary of State, what 
with his well-known preference for con- 
ducting foreign policy personally rather 
than through ambassadors. And it could 
be a very short-term assignment, what 
with the President facing an uphill reelec- 
tion campaign just a year away. 

I didn’t say any of this to Marsh just 
then. When he left me, I found a phone in 
the reception area and called Barbara. I 
caught her ready to leave and asked her to 
skip herplanned activities and waitfor me, 
as we had to discuss something impor- 
tant. Then, as I hurried to the basement 
entrance to the West Wing of the White 
House, I ran into Schlesinger. He was 



somewhat surprised. "What the devil are 
you doing here at this hour?” he asked. It 
was clear that he had no inkling as to what 
was afoot, but I didn’t think it was my 
place to inform him, so I muttered that I 
had talked of the Kurdish exposure and 
hurried on my way. 

By the time I got home, talked the situa- 
tion over with Barbara, and called the 
White House, Marsh had taken off with 
the President for Florida to meet with 
Sadat. The White House operator put me 
through to Air Force One. “Jack, the an- 
swer is no, with great respect and appre- 
ciation,” I said to Marsh when I got him 
on the phone. “Okay,” Marsh said. “I'll 
tell the President. I’m sorry.” 

That done, Barbara and I set about in- 
forming our family. No one was sur- 
prised. And I suddenly realized, now that 
I had my first moment to reflect on what 
had happened, that I wasn't either. In- 
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person^ changes coiled the Halloween Massacre. Kissinger . Rockefeller, and James Schlesinger (inset) were all shifted around. 



deed, I had been expecting this, steeling 
myself for it for nearly a year, the year in 
which the CIA had come under the most 
intensive public scrutiny in its history. 

I believe I was fired because of the way 
I went about dealing with the CIA’s crisis. 
My approach, pragmatically and philo- 
sophically, was in conflict with that of the 
President and his principal advisers. 
From their point of view, I had not, during 
the turbulent year, played the game as a 
loyal member of the White House 

My strategy had been to cooperate with 
the investigations. To say the very least, 
most of the White House s taff and, for 
that matter, much of the intelligence 
community were not enthusiastic about 
what I was doing. Their preferred ap- 
proach, bluntly put. would have been to 
stonewall, to disclose as little as they 
could get away with, and to cry' havoc and 



appeal to the national security about what 
they couldn’t. 

Vice-President Nelson Rockefeller 
went so far as to warn me not to tell too 
many secrets to his commission inves- 
tigating the CIA. And after I had become 
a regular performer before the Senate 
select committee, Kissinger, in a sarcas- 
tic reference to my Catholicism, cracked, 
"Bill, you know what you do when you go 
up to the Hill? You go to confession.” 



The Family Jewels 



The White House wanted to protect the 
"family jewels’’— the name given a list of 
questionable CIA deeds. My involvement 
began when I read a newspaper story on a 
trip to Bangkok back in 1973. It was the 
story that reported that during Daniel 
Ellsberg’ s trial for disclosing the Penta- 
gon Papers it had been revealed that the 



office of his psychiatrist. Dr. Lewis J. 
Fielding, had been broken into by How- 
ard Hunt, using CIA equipment, in search 
of material on Ellsberg which was then 
turned over to the CIA and from which 
the CIA prepared a “psychiatric profile” 
on Ellsberg for the White House. This 
was a shocker, and I couldn’t understand 
how I had never heard of it before. But 
more disturbingly, I wondered how the 
news had hit James Schlesinger, then the 
director of Central Intelligence. 

I didn’t have to wait long after mv re- 
turn home to find out Schlesinger’s reac- 
tion. Schlesinger said we would tear the 
place apart and "fire everyone if neces- 
sary," but we had to find out whether 
there were any other such questionable or 
illegal activities hidden in the recesses of 
the clandestine past that we didn’t know 
about and that might explode at any time 
under our feet. And to do this. 
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Schlesinger said that he wanted to issue a 
directive to all past and present CIA em- 
ployees ordering them to come forward 
with any matter they knew of where the 
Agency had engaged in an activity outside 
its proper charter. And with that direc- 
tive, which he issued on May 9, the CIA 
family jewels were bom, leading inexora- 
bly to a year of congressional investiga- 
tions and a whole new status for Ameri- 
can intelligence. 

The directives and Schlesinger’s force- 
fulness had their effect. And the inspector 
general’s office compiled a list of “poten- 
tial flap activities,” which consisted of 
693 pages of possible violations of, or at 
least questionable activities in regard to, 
the CIA’s legislative charter. Presented 
to the director so that he would know 
about them, they were promptly dubbed 
by a wag the family jewels. Among 
them were the Chaos operation against 
the antiwar movement, the surveillance 
and bugging of American journalists in 
the hope of locating the sources of leaks 
of sensitive materials, and all the connec- 
tions with the Watergate conspirators and 
White House “plumbers.” In addition, 
the list mentioned the mail-intercept pro- 
gram that the Agency's counterintelli- 
gence staff, under James Angleton, had 
been conducting: and some of the bizarre 
and tragic cases where the Agency ex- 
perimented with mind-control drugs, in- 
cluding the case in which a CIA officer 
was given, without his knowledge, LSD, 
which caused a deep depression and 
eventually his death. (The list in the drug 
area, however, was far from comprehen- 
sive, since the records had apparently 
been destroyed in 1972.) And there were 
also a host of instances where the Agency 
had become involved in the activities of 
other government agencies, such as the 
Bureau of Narcotics and Dangerous 
Drugs and local police departments. 
Moreover, the list noted the exchange of 
information on Americans who were 
deemed to be threats to the security of the 
Agency. And, in a separate and even 
more secret annex, the inspector general 
summarized a 1967 survey of the CIA's 
involvement in assassination attempts or 
plans against Castro, Lumumba, and 
Trujillo. 



Security Check 



But just as this process was going 
on — in fact, just when it had barely 
started — my career took an astonishing 
turn. Just as Schlesinger was issuing his 
May 9 call for the family jewels, I re- 
ceived a phone call from Alexander Haig, 
who had taken over as White House chief 
of staff for Nixon after Haldeman had 
been driven out of the job by the Water- 
gate scandal. “Is your secretary on the 
line. Bill?” he asked. It w'as normal pro- 
cedure around Washington to have one's 
secretary monitor one’s calls, and I said 
yes. “Could you ask her to drop off. 



I felt I owed Hersh 
the interview he 
requested and 
could trust his 
responsibility. 
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please?” I was somewhat surprised, but 
Haig and I were friends from my time in 
Vietnam and I said. “Sure.” After she 
dropped off, A1 told me the last thing in 
the world that I had expected to hear. 
Richard Kleindienst because of his in- 
volvement in Watergate had been obliged 
to resign as Attorney General. Elliot 
Richardson, then Secretary of Defense, 
had been nominated to replace him at the 
Justice Department, and Jim Schlesinger 
was to be nominated to replace 
Richardson at Defense. “And the Pres- 
ident wants you to take over as director of 
the CLA. Bill,” Haig concluded. 

I was both stunned and delighted and I 
finally managed to blurt out to Haig that I 
was honored and appreciative and would 
do the best I could. “That's fine. Bill,” 
Haig replied. "The President w ould like 
you to come to the Cabinet meeting on the 
tenth, where he intends to make the an- 
nouncement of Schlesinger's and your 
nominations.” 

In retrospect, I must admit there was 
something rather disconcertingly casual 
in the process of elevating me to the top 
CIA job. At the Cabinet meeting the next 
morning, after a number of other items of 
business had been attended to and just 
before my nomination was announced. I 
noticed President Nixon lean over to 
whisper something to Haig, and then Haig 
scribbled a note, which he passed over to 
me. It asked. "Did you have any connec- 
tion with Watergate which would raise 
problems?” I looked across the room at 
Haig and shook my head no, but it seemed 
to me a poor way of conducting a security 
check, and if my answer had been differ- 
ent, poor timing, too. A few minutes later. 



the President announced Schlesinger’s 
and my nominations. 

What was most immediately on my 
mind after my appointment was an- 
nounced was still, of course, the family 
jewels. By May 21 the initial summary of 
them was available from the inspector 
general. Schlesinger and I agreed that I 
should let our congressional oversight 
committee chairmen in both the Senate 
and the House know that we had assem- 
bled them and that we were determined 
that the CIA remain within its proper lim- 
its in the future. In that way we felt these 
chairmen could help prevent my confir- 
mation hearings from going off into an 
a pti-CIA extravaganza. Consequently, I 
visited the courtly Senator John C. Sten- 
nis at Walter Reed hospital, and after a 
brief oral summary, he agreed that I meet 
with Senator Stuart Symington and give 
him the rundown as well. 

Similarly, I made an appointment with 
Edward Hebert, the former Louisiana 
newsman who had become chairman of 
the House Armed Services Committee; 
he in turn sent me to see Lucien Nedzi, 
the Michigan liberal Democrat he had 
selected to chair the intelligence sub- 
committee of Hebert's committee in 
order to break out of the tradition of con- 
servative southern protection of the CIA. 
Three of these men listened to my ac- 
count of the family jewels without much 
excitement and accepted my assurances 
that I would see to it that the CIA con- 
ducted its activities in full compliance 
with its charter in the future. And there 
was a consensus that these matters of the 
past should be left in the past in order that 
the Agency could continue to do its posi- 
tive work in the present and future. 



Expose 



The telephone call was from Seymour 
Hersh, the Pulitzer Prize-winning inves- 
tigative reporter for The New York 
Times. He rang me up to say excitedly 
that he had “a story bigger than My Lai” 
(which, of course, was the story for which 
he had won his Pulitzer) concerning il- 
legal CIA domestic activities. Now, al- 
though Hersh and I could usually be 
found on the opposite sides of any issue 
involving the CIA, I had every reason to 
respect his journalistic integrity. Earlier 
that year, in February, I had learned that 
he was inquiring about a rumored deep- 
ocean CIA operation (later to be revealed 
as the Glomar Explorer project). I had 
gone to him then and had requested that 
he not only not write whatever he knew 
but that he not even speak of it to anyone. 
And he obviously honored my request. 
So now I felt that I both owed him the 
interview he requested and could trust his 
responsibility as an American as well as a 
hard-driving newsman. I invited him to 
come to my office at Langley to discuss 
the matter. I also warned Brent Scow- 
croft at the White House and Con- 
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gressman Nedzi that something was up. 

Our meeting took place on Friday 
morning, December 20, 1974. From what 
Hersh told me — that he had learned from 
several sources that the CIA had been 
engaged in a “massive" operation against 
the antiwar movement, involving 
wiretaps, break-ins. mail intercepts, and 
surveillance of American citizens — I 
realized immediately that he had come 
upon some disjointed and distorted ac- 
counts of several items on our highly se- 
cret family jewels list. I didn’t have any 
trouble imagining just who or what they 
might be. After all. there were enough 
former CIA officers around, especially 
among the thousands fired or retired dur- 
ing the Schlesinger purge of the Agency, 
who had been privy to one or another of 
the family jewels. With the unease preva- 
lent in the Agency about Operation 
Chaos, a journalist of Hersh's skill would 
not have found it difficult to get a lead on 
the CIA's activities concerning the anti- 
war movement and quickly build from 
there admissions about individual 
wiretaps and other domestic surveillance 
used by the Agency. 

The important point, I emphasized, 
was that the Agency had conducted its 
own review of such activities in 1973 and 
had issued a series of clear directives 
making plain that the Agency henceforth 
must and would stay within the law-. "So 
you see. Sv. you would be wrong if you 
went ahead with your story in the way 
you've laid it out. There certainly 
was never anything like a massive illegal 
domestic intelligence operation." What 
few mistakes w’e made in the past have 
long before this been corrected. And 
there is certainly nothing like that going 
on now . " 

But, as subsequent events demon- 
strated, Hersh didn't see it my way at all. 
Indeed, the main thing he took away from 
our meeting that Friday was the sense 
that I had confirmed the reports he had 
heard. And so there it was on Sunday, 
December 22, splashed across four col- 
umns of The New York Times's front 
page: huge c.i. a. operation reported in 

U.S. AGAINST ANTI-W AR FORCES. OTHER 
DISSIDENTS IN NIXON YEARS. And that was . 
followed by the shocking lead paragraph: 
“The Central Intelligence Agency, 
directly violating its charter, conducted a 
massive illegal domestic intelligence op- 
eration during the Nixon Administration 
against the anti-war movement and other 
dissident groups in the United States, ac- 
cording to well-placed Government 
sources." 

A press and political fire storm im- 
mediately erupted. 

I have to admit that I didn't im- 
mediately foresee these traumatic conse- 
quences. After all, the CIA had been 
emblazoned unfavorably in newspaper 
headlines countless times in the preced- 
ing years, most recently in regard to its 
Chile operations, and had weathered 



Kissinger had never 
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questionable CIA 
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Colby handed Kissinger the "family jewels." 



those storms. It seemed to me that we 
could do so again — if we handled the 
present crisis in a calm and sensible way. 
.And in my view, the calm and sensible 
way in this case was to counter the distor- 
tions and exaggerations of Hersh's article 
by publicly telling the true story of Opera- 
tion Chaos and the rest, conceding the 
Agency's few misdeeds in the past, ex- 
plaining how they had come about, em- 
phasizing that they were few and far be- 
tween and of a relatively minimal nature, 
and, above all, stressing that they had 
been terminated by the .Agency itself and 
reported to Congress in 1973 and that noth- 
ing of the son was going on now nor 
would anything like it take place in the 
future. More than anything else, it was 
the CIA's experience in Watergate that 
led me to this strategy'. 

But w hen I contacted the White House 
that Sunday, I found that there was a 
great deal of concern over there on how to 
respond to the Times article, which 
made much more serious charges than I 
had expected it would when I first dis- 
cussed Hersh's call and Friday's inter- 
view with Scowcroft. One of the Pres- 
ident's aides suggested that I phone the 
President to give him a basis for some 
comment on the story. He was at the mo- 
ment en route to Vail, Colorado, for his 
Christmas vacation, so the White House 
operator put me on an often circuit to Air 
Force One. readable by any listening 
foreign intelligence intercept operators 
and, so, hardly conducive to a detailed 
discussion of intelligence affairs. 

“Mr. President," I said, “on the story 
in The Times this morning, I want to as- 



1 sure you that nothing comparable to the 
article’s allegations is going on in the 
Agency at this time.” I then went on to 
tell him that Hersh had mixed a few dis- 
connected aspects of the CIA’s past but 
that any such actions had been fully ter- 
minated. I concluded by offering to pre- 
pare a memorandum, detailing in writing 
what I had sketched out for him orally and 
documenting the truth of my assurance 
that all misdeeds of the past had been 
I corrected in 1973. 

] Ford thanked me for the call and asked 
j for the report as soon as possible. Then, 
on arriving in Vail, besieged by the press 
corps clamoring for a reaction to the 
| Hersh article. Ford issued a statement 
| that, in effect, repeated the assurances I 
! had given him over the phone — namely, 
that the CIA was not engaged in domestic 
spying or any other illegal activity at the 
present time — and said that he was ask- 
ing Kissinger, as his national security as- 
sistant, to obtain a report from me on the 
subject. 

Meanwhile, back at Langley, I set 
about drawing up my report to the Presi- 
dent: "In response to your request for my 
comments on The New York Times arti- 
cle of December 22 alleging CIA in- 
volvement in a 'massive' domestic intelli-. 
gence effort ..." It took only two days 
to prepare, summarizing the relevant 
items on the 1973 jewels list, and I at- 
tached a hefty appendix of the Agency 
directives that ordered a halt to such ac- 
tions. When it was done. I topped it off 
with a covering note that pointed out that 
I had prepared the report in unclassified 
form (omitting any reference to individu- 
als or intelligence sources and methods) 
and that it was suitable, therefore, for the 
President to release forthwith to the press 
in order to counter the grossly exagger- 
ated impression of ihe matter given in 
Hersh's article. But I did not make an 
issue of the possible release, as I did not 
believe in ''crowding" a presidential boss. 

In the middle of preparing this sum- 
mary, I received a call from Jim 
Schlesinger, and I went over to the De- 
fense Department to show him how I was 
going about handling the crisis. 
Schlesinger, of course, was more aware 
of what was going on than most. He knew 
all about Operation Chaos and the Agen- 
cy's other questionable domestic activ- 
ities on the family jewels list, since he 
himself had ordered it compiled in the 
first place. But what he also realized — 
and what I had totally overlooked — was 
the fact that neither President Nixon, nor 
Ford, nor Kissinger, had ever been ap- 
prised of the family jewels list. 

Now it is important to recall here that 
the family jewels consisted of nearly 700 
individual items, of which the domestic 
activities covered in the New York Times 
story represented only a part, although 
the major part. The list also included the 
CIA's assassination attempts against 
Castro, for example, which had not 
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leaked to Hersh. To be sure, as I have 
said, at the time the list was originally 
drawn up — after my appointment as 
director of Central Intelligence but before 
my confirmation hearings — Schlesinger 
and I had agreed that I take it around to 
the congressional committee chairmen 
and fully brief them on it, assassinations 
and all. But we had not done the same for 
Nixon or Kissinger, which is something I 
cannot explain to this day. 



Shall Wc Tell the President? 



That Tuesday evening when I went 
over to Kissinger s office at the State De- 
partment to give him my memo to take to 
the President in Vail. I also brought with 
me the complete family jewels list. 

Kissinger went through it hurriedly. 
But when he came to the part about the 
assassinations he slowed down. "Well, 
Bill," he said, looking up, “when Hersh's 
story first came out I thought you should 
have flatly denied it as totally wrong, but 
now I see why you couldn’t." He then 
took my report to the President in Vail, 
where Ford and his staff discussed the 
next step, and Kissinger filled him in oral- 
ly on the rest of the jewels. And I hoped 
Kissinger's greater knowledge would 
now change his criticism of my strategy, 
criticism that had been sufficiently stri- 
dent in Washington circles to cause an old 
friend to warn me that Kissinger was no 
friend of mine, that he had been making 
caustic comments about me in the past 
two days. 

Barbara and the children had left for 
some Christmas skiing in Pennsylvania 
and the plan had been for me to join them 
as soon as possible. But the wav things 
stood. I felt that there was no way I could 
leave Washington. Obviously Ford and 
Kissinger would spend the next day or so 
discussing my memo and the familv 
jewels, and I thought it likely that I would 
be asked to join them in Vail. But even if I 
wasn't. I figured that I had best be at my 
CIA post during this period, because I 
hoped the President would release my 
memo to him clarifying and countering 
the distortions and exaggerations in 
Hersh’s article, and I wanted to be on the 
scene to handle the deluge of press in- 
quiries that that would surely cause. So I 
settled down to a bachelor's Christmas 
week in Washington, waiting to hear from 
Vail. I waited in vain. 

Inside the intelligence community ten- 
sions grew. One retired professional 
asked me sharply whether I was going to 
try to save the Agency. "Yes," I replied, 
"but I won’t lie and I won't do anything 
illegal.” "Does that mean I would?" he 
hotly challenged. In the weeks ahead I 
would have to repeat the exercise many 
times, answering some officers who 
asked in fury how a nation that had as- 
signed them difficult and dangerous work 
in the past could- be discussing prosecut- 
ing them for doing it today. And others 



Vice-President 
Rockefeller even 
warned me not to tell 
too many secrets to 
his commission. 

wanted me to square the ugly revelations 
of CIA past behavior with their plea, 
"What am I going to tell my children?" 

Y et during all this uproar I hardly heard 
a word from Vail. Nor was my memo to 
the President released, as I had recom- 
mended. Ford. Kissinger, and atvumber 
of top White House aides had gathered in 
the Colorado ski resort, and the press re- 
ported daily their discussions on the bur- 
geoning CIA crisis and their strategy on 
how to handle it. But I was not included. I 
decided that if I would have to fight the 
problem alone. I at least would be free to 
use my strategy to save intelligence and 
not have to defer to every tactical move 
concocted in the White House. 

On January 3. 1975. a day before my 
fifty-fifth birthday. Ford returned from 
Vail, and that evening he summoned me 
to a meeting at the Oval Office. Kissinger. 
Don Rumsfeld. Phil Buchen. and one or 
two others of the President's closest ad- 
visers were there. We quickly went over 
my “Vail Report" on the New York 
Times stories. I had brought a summary of 
the family jewels, and we went through 
them, including the assassination plots, in 
some detail. The fact that these activities 
had been terminated before Ford took of- 
fice gave little solace in view of the politi- 
cal difficulties they would nonetheless 
surely raise for him. 

I was then told that Ford was consider- 
ing appointing a "blue ribbon" commis- 
sion to conduct an investigation of the 
CIA's domestic activities to answer 
The New York Times's charges and, 
hopefully, to still the outcry and thus pre- 
vent a full investigation of intelligence 
from getting started. 

The Rockefeller commission stayed in 
existence until June, its original three- 
month mandate extended by two months 
once its investigations were under way. 
Its charter had been carefully drawn to 
authorize it to look into only the CIA's 
alleged improprieties in the domestic 
field — Operation Chaos, the mail-inter- 
cept program, and so on — and to stay 
away from the other family jewels. My 
testimony came down to little more than 
reiterating and reviewing (and sometimes 
updating with later revealed details) the 
memorandum I had prepared for the Pres- 
ident when he was in Vail. Of all the 
members of the commission, only Erwin 
Griswold, the former Solicitor General, 
was anything that could be called aggres- 
sive in his questioning of me. I had the 
sense that he felt that I was tending to 



minimize the gravity of some of the Agen- 
cy's improprieties, and from time to time 
he would climb on me fairly hard. But 
even in his case I had no trouble in giving 
him the full answers he sought. Indeed, if 
anything, as it turned out, I discovered 
that I was being somewhat too open and 
candid for some people's tastes. After my 
second or third appearance, the commis- 
sion's chairman, Vice-President Rock- 
efeller, drew me aside into his office at 
the Old Executive Office Building and 
said in his most charming manner, “Bill, 
do you really have to present all this ma- 
terial to us? We realize that there are se- 
crets that you fellows need to keep and so 
nobody here is going to take it amiss if you 
feel that, there, are some questions you 
can’t answer quite as fully as you seem to 
feel you have to." I got the message quite 
unmistakably. 



Congressional Investigations 



The first move .by Congress occurred 
on January 15. two days after my first 
appearance before the Rockefeller com- 
mission. when the intelligence subcom- 
mittees of the Senate's Armed Services 
and Appropriations committees called me 
to testify at a joint session under the 
cochairmanship of Senators Stennis and 
McClellan. Now here. I must say, I was 
facing a reasonably friendly panel. 

So. here again, my testimony essen- 
tially amounted to repeating my Vail re- 
port. But there was one crucial differ- 
ence. These senators perceived the inten- 
sity of the public clamor and the strong 
views of their fellow senators, and they 
knew that a public answer was needed. So 
they requested thai my testimony be re- 
leased. and since I had testified in terms 
that in my mind were not classified. I 
consented. But on my way down from the 
Hill that afternoon. I realized that I haH 
not told the White House what was com- 
ing out in the press the next day. so I 
stopped there to give Brent Scowcroft a 
copy of the statement the Senate commit- 
tees had released, the substance of the 
statement being well-known at the White 
House but the fact of its public release 
being a new bombshell. 

My testimony was reported in the 
media the following day. Januarv 16. and 
the effect was enormous. The New' York 
Times devoted two full pages to the text of 
my statement. And I have to admit that it 
did not. as I had hoped, begin to quiet the 
storm whirling around the Agency. The 
years of total secrecy had made the CIA 
extremely vulnerable to suspicion and 
sensation. Public ignorance of modern in- 
telligence, the false popular picture of it 
gleaned from spy novels, and the twisted 
romanticism of people like Howard Hunt 
and Gordon Liddy provided a poor 
framework in which to understand my 
disclosures. 

The Senate voted to create a select 
committee to study governmental op- 
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erations with respect to intelligence ac- 
tivities. It took as its precedent the Senate 
select committee that had investigated 
the Watergate scandal and set as its task 
an inquiry into all CIA activities— not 
just the matters raised in Hersh’s 
article— past, present, and future. Its 
chairman was Frank Church of Idaho. 

Presidential Uak 

Ironically, the White House, which had 
been the most concerned that something 
like this should not happen and had in- 
vented the Rockefeller commission to 
prevent it from happening, was responsi- 
ble for a devastating turn of events. In late 
January, not long after the formation of 
the Rockefeller commission. President 
Ford hosted a luncheon at the White 
House for the publisher and top editors of 
The New York Times. It was strictly off 
the record, and during its course, accord- 
ing to a later report, one of the Times 
editors criticized the composition of the 
Rockefeller commission, saying it didn't 
seem to be the son of group that would do 
the hard-nosed investigation that the pub- 
lic expected. Ford is reported to have re- 
plied that he had chosen the membership 
with extreme care, because he had 
learned from me (obviously referring to 
my briefing him on the family jewels ) that 
there were CIA activities that ihe mem- 
bers might come across in their investiga- 
tion that were a lot more sensitive than 
those Hersh had reported on and that, in 
the nation’s best interest, he felt had to 
remain secret. "Like what?” hard- 
driving managing editor Abe Rosenthal is 
said to have asked. “Like assassination," 
the President is said to have responded, 
“off the record." 

This juicy tidbit of information, in the 
atmosphere of those times when virtually 
all the media's efforts were concentrated 
on ferreting out any CIA activity, was 
almost impossible to keep from leaking. 
And, finally, leak it did — to Daniel 
Schorr of CBS. who, in the middle of a 
background interview' with me on Feb- 
ruary 27. said thai the President had told 
The New York Times that he was con- 
cerned about CIA assassinations and then 
asked me whether the CIA had ever killed 
anybody in this country. I was so stunned 
at what motive the President might have 
had in opening up this topic that I re- 
treated to a longtime practice — only an- 
swering the specific question asked. 
"Not in this country,” I replied to 
Schorr. To his follow-up questions, I lim- 
ited my remarks simply to pointing out 
that assassinations had been formally 
barred in the jewels exercise in 1973. 1 did 
this partly because I didn't know how' far 
the President had gone and partly because 
I had long decided that denying that the 
CIA had ever assassinated anyone (which 
is true) immediately evoked the question 
of whether it had tried (which, of course, 
it had, against Castro). But in my unease I 



Senators were eager 
to play with the dart 
gun; the impact on TV 
was of a wild cloak- 
and-dagger world. 

compounded the President's mistake in 
this instance. My first answer left open 
the implication that CIA assassinations 
had actually taken place abroad. And on 
the following evening, February 28, 
Schorr broadcast on CBS that “President 



congressional investigating committees. 

With this splendid example of the effec- 
tiveness of its “investigation” and with 
its competitive instincts fully aroused, the 
Church committee decided to hold its first 
open hearing. So on September 16, I 
found myself describing, with some won- 
derment. the story about the poisons and 
dart gun before the TV cameras. 

None of what I said mattered very, 
much. With the lights glaring and the 
cameras turning, and with every senator 
eager to play with the dart gun and get his 
picture taken holding it, the overall im- 
pact was of the wildest hugger-mugger of 
the cloak-and-dagger world. And the only 
consolation I had — and this I credit t 



Ford has reportedly warned associates .lawyer Mitch Rogovin s careful fore- 



that if current investigations go too far 
they could uncover several assassina- 
tions of foreign officials involving the 
CIA.“ 

There was no stopping the press or 
Congress now. 

Cover-up 



There were still some pretty sharp dif- 
ferences of opinion as to the degree to 
which requests by the congressional 
committees should be met. Kissinger, 

Schlesinger, and Scowcroft, for example, 
were hard-liners, repeatedly arguing for a 
tough attitude and questioning anything 
more forthcoming. I argued again and 
again that it was in our interest to respond 

the investigation in a responsible man- gun when Congress had demanded 



sight — was that I, as the director of the 
CIA. wasn't photographed holding the 
weapon, because Rogovin grabbed it and 
passed it to the senators instead of letting 
a staff member plop it on the table in front 
of me. 

To a large degree, the circus that the 
Church committee and the media made 
out of the poisons and dart gun was the 
last straw for the White House. From ihe 
outset I had been aware, of course, that 
many in the administration did not ap- 
prove of my cooperative approach to the 
investigations, and I had felt myself in- 
creasingly isolated from the White House 
"team" as the year progressed. The im- 
pact of the toxin spectacular, and espe- 
cially the fact that I had delivered the dart 



ner and endeavor to develop an under- 
standing of intelligence, rather than an 
adversary relationship, on the part of the 
committees. It was when I had finished 
making this argument one time that Kis- 
singer made his crack about my going to 
“confession” when I went up to the Hill 
to testify-. 

As part of my continuing determination 



blew the roof off. From that day forward, 
gossip and rumor spread like wildfire 
throughout Washington that my days 
were numbered. 



On Saturday. November 1, 1 went out 
National Airport to catch a plane for 
thai any illegal or questionable activity’ of Jacksonville. Florida, where I was 



the Agency, past or present, be exposed 
and halted — in short, that the family 
jewels list be completely comprehensive 
and up-to-date, even since its initial com- 
pilation in 1973 — I had issued a standing 
order that all CIA officers be on a con- 
lookout for any such activities and 



scheduled to meet with Egyptian presi- 
dent Anwar el-Sadat to discuss intelligence 
matters in the Middle East. The meeting, 
as I noted earlier, never took place be- 
cause Barbara Walters had completely 
captured the Egyptian president's atten- 
And when I returned to Washington 



report them to me. Thus, in the spring of that night, I was greeted by a message 



1975. Carl Duckett, the deputy director 
for science and technology, informed me 
that he had discovered several bottles of 
lethal substances — eleven grams of 
shellfish toxin and eight milligrams of 
cobra venom — along with some associ- 
ated equipment with which they could be 
administered, including a dart gun and 
other devices, w’hich had been squirreled 
away in a little-used vaulted storeroom in 
his directorate. Now, the possession of 
these materials was unquestionably im- 
proper. In 1970, fulfilling a treaty com- 
mitment. President Nixon had ordered 
that all such materials be destroyed. We 
reported this “jewel” to the White House 
and, with its approval, to the appropriate 



from John Marsh asking me to be in the 
Oval Office at eight the following (Sun- 
day) morning. It was there and then that the 
President asked for my resignation as 
director of Central Intelligence. 

After Barbara and I had alerted our 
family so they wouldn't be shocked at the 
news, we went over to visit the Schlesin- 
gers that Sunday evening to hold a bit of a 
joint wake, since the news was now out 
that Jim had also been fired as Secretary 
of Defense. He was surprised, and a bit 
pleased, that I had also turned down the 
consolation-prize job Ford had offered, 
and then he smiled at me and said, “It 
looks like Dick Helms outlasted both of 
us.“-ttf 
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